SURAH 43 


Al-Zukhruf 
(Gold) 


Prologue 


This sarah presents a detailed picture of what the Islamic message 
faced of problems, arguments and objections. It also shows how the 
Quran dealt with these and their effects on people, establishing at the 
same time its own truth in place of old, false, ignorant superstitions 
and values that had taken hold of people’s minds at the time. In fact, 
some people, everywhere, continue to hold elements of these as valid. 

Followers of pagan beliefs used to claim that the cattle God has created 
for the benefit of mankind are divided between God and their own alleged 
deities: “Out of the produce and the cattle He has created, they assign a 
portion to God, saying: ‘This is for God’ — or so they pretend — ‘and this is for 
the partners we associate [with Him]. Whatever they assign to their partners 
never reaches God, but that which is assigned to God does reach their partners.” 
(6: 136) In fact, they believed in many legends and superstitions concerning 
cattle, and these were all the result of deviant practices. In this way, they 
claimed that they were forbidden to ride some animals, while others were 
considered unlawful to eat: “They say: Such cattle and crops are forbidden. 
None may eat of them save those whom we permit’ — so they falsely claim. 
Other cattle they declare to be forbidden to burden their backs; and there are 
cattle over which they do not pronounce God's name, inventing [in all this] a 
lie against Him.” (6: 138) 
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This sirah discusses such deviant beliefs putting forward the original 
truth and demonstrating that cattle are God’s creatures, representing an 
aspect of life that is closely related to the creation of the heavens and the 
earth. God has made cattle subservient to man so that people can express 
their gratitude and give thanks to Him for such a blessing. They must 
neither attribute false partners to Him nor enact for themselves legislation 
that is at variance with what pleases God, when they recognize Him as 
the Creator. How absurd that they discard the natural result of this truth, 
which they acknowledge, allowing superstition to get the better of them: 
“Yer if you ask them, ‘Who created the heavens and the earth?’ they are 
sure to answer, ‘The Almighty, the All-Knowing created them.’ It is He 
who has smoothed out the earth for you and has traced on it paths for you 
so that you can find your way. And He it is who sends down water from 
the sky in due measure. With it We raise dead land to life; and thus you 
will be raised from the dead. And He it is who created all living things in 
pairs, and provided for you the ships and animals on which you ride, so 
that when you are seated on their backs you remember your Lord's blessings 
and say: ‘Limitless in His glory is He who has made all this subservient to 
our use. We could not have done it by ourselves. To our Lord we shall most 
certainly return.” (Verses 9-14) 

Ignorant paganism used to claim that angels were God’s daughters. 
Although they hated daughters being born to themselves, they 
nonetheless attributed daughters to God and worshipped these instead 
of Him. They alleged that they worshipped them by God’s will. Had 
He willed otherwise, they would not have worshipped them. Again, 
this was nothing but a legend arising from deviant beliefs. 

The siirah uses the unbelievers’ own logic as well as the logic of sound 
human nature to refute this baseless legend: “Yet they assign to Him some 
of His own servants as offipring. Surely man is clearly bereft of all gratitude. 
Would He, out of all His creation, choose for Himself daughters and favour 
you with sons? If any of them is given the good news of the birth of what he 
so readily attributes to the Lord of Grace, his face darkens and he is filled 
with gloom. [Would they ascribe to God] someone who is brought up among 
trinkets and cannot put together a clear argument? They claim that the 
angels, who are themselves but servants of the Lord of Grace, are females! 
Did they witness their creation? Their testimony will be put on record and 
they will be questioned about it. They say: Had it been the will of the 


208 


AL-ZUKHRUF (Gold) 43 


Lord of Grace, we should never have worshipped them.’ Of that they have 
no knowledge: they are blatantly lying. Or have We given them a book 
before this one to which they are still holding fast? No indeed! They say, 
‘We found our forefathers following this tradition and we find our guidance 
by following in their footsteps.’ (Verses 15-22) 

When they were told that they were only worshipping statues, idols 
and trees, and that everyone who worships anything other than God 
will be thrown into hell together with the object of their worship, 
they twisted this clear statement making it a subject of dispute. They 
referred to Jesus, pointing out that his followers worshipped him. So 
would he be thrown into hell? They also argued that the idols represented 
angels who were God’s daughters. Therefore, they postulated, “we are 
better worshipping them than the Christians who worship Jesus, a 
mere human being.” The sirah exposes such twisted logic, absolving 
Jesus of what the Christians perpetrated after his time, since he did 
not sanction anything of the sort: “Whenever the son of Mary is cited as 
an example, your people raise an outcry, saying: ‘Who is better: our deities 
or he?’ They cite him only to challenge you. They are contentious people. 
He was but a servant of Ours whom We had favoured and made an 
example to the Children of Israel.” (Verses 57-59) 

They also claimed that they followed Abraham’s faith and, as such, 
were best guided, yet all the while they were immersed in pagan 
ignorance. The s#rah outlines the true nature of Abraham's faith, based 
on God’s absolute oneness. This principle continued and will continue 
among Abraham's descendants. Muhammad, God’s messenger, came 
to them with the same principle, but they received him with other 
than what Abraham's offspring should give: “Abraham said to his father 
and his people: ‘I renounce what you worship, I worship none other than 
Him who brought me into being. It is He who will guide me.’ He made 
this an abiding precept among his descendants so that they might always 
return [to God]. I have allowed these people and their forefathers to 
enjoy their lives freely until the truth has come to them through a 
messenger who makes things clear. Now that the truth has come to them, 
they say, ‘This is all sorcery, and we reject it outright.” (Verses 26-30) 

They could not understand God’s wisdom in choosing His 
messenger. Their earthly values, the basis of the status they assigned to 
people, contributed to their unwillingness to accept him. The siirah 
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reports what they said in this respect, presenting the true values that 
should be upheld in comparison to their trivial ones: “They alo say, 
‘Why was not this Qur'an revealed to some great man of the two cities?” 
Is it they who apportion your Lord's grace? It is We who deal out to them 
their livelihood in the life of this world, and raise some in rank above 
others, so that some of them may take others into their service. Your Lord's 
grace is better than all that they can amass. Were it not that all people 
would become one community [of unbelievers], We would have provided 
those who now disbelieve in the Lord of Grace with roofs of silver for 
houses, stairways on which to ascend, gates, couches on which to recline, 
and gold ornaments. Yet all this would have been nothing but the fleeting 
enjoyment of life in this world. It is the life to come that your Lord 
reserves for the God-fearing.” (Verses 31-35) 

The siirah then recounts an episode from Moses’ life history, one 
that reflects Pharaoh's similarly false values. This account demonstrates 
how both these values and Pharaoh himself were unworthy. It tells 
us of the fate that awaits him and all those with similar attitudes: 
“We sent Moses with Our message to Pharaoh and his nobles; and he 
said: T am a messenger of the Lord of all the worlds,’ but when he 
presented Our signs to them, they laughed at them, yet each sign We 
showed them was greater than the preceding one. We put them through 
suffering so that they might return [to the right path]. They said: 
‘Sorcerer, pray to your Lord for us on the strength of the covenant He 
has made with you. We shall now follow the right way.’ Yet when We 
removed their suffering they still broke their word. Pharaoh proclaimed 
to his people, saying: ‘My people, is the kingdom of Egypt not mine, 
with all these rivers flowing at my feet? Do you not see? Am I not 
better than this contemptible wretch who can hardly make his meaning 
clear? Why have no bracelets of gold been given to him? Why have no 
angels come to accompany him?’ Thus did he make fools of his people, 
and they obeyed him. They were people lost in evil. When they incurred 
Our anger, We inflicted Our retribution on them and drowned them 
all; and so We made them a thing of the past and an example for later 
generations.” (Verses 46-56) 
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In the Name of God, the Lord t | 


Grace, the Ever Merciful 
Ha. Mim. (1) 


By the Book that makes things 
clear! (2) 


We have made the Qur’an a 
discourse in Arabic so that you 
may understand. (3) 


It originates in the source of 
revelation kept with Us; it is 
indeed sublime, full of wisdom. 


(4) 


Should We ignore you and take 
away this reminder from you 


because you are people who | 


transgress beyond bounds? (5) 
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Many a prophet did We send to 
people of olden times; (6) 


but they mocked at each prophet 
who came to them. (7) 


We destroyed them even though 
they were mightier than these. 
Thus their example has gone 
down in history. (8) 


Yet if you ask them, “Who created 
the heavens and the earth?’ they 
are sure to answer, ‘The Almighty, 
the All-Knowing created them.’ 
(9) 


It is He who has smoothed out 
the earth for you and has traced 
on it paths for you so that you 
can find your way. (10) 


And He it is who sends down 
water from the sky in due 
measure. With it We raise dead 
land to life; and thus you will be 
raised from the dead. (11) 


And He it is who created all living 
things in pairs, and provided for 
you the ships and animals on 
which you ride, (12) 
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so that when you are seated on 
their backs you remember your 
Lord’s blessings and say: ‘Limitless 
in His glory is He who has made 
all this subservient to our use. We 
could not have done it by 
ourselves. (13) 


To our Lord we shall most 
certainly return.’ (14) 


Yet they assign to Him some of 
His own servants as offspring. 
Surely man is clearly bereft of all 
gratitude. (15) 


Would He, out of all His 
creation, choose for Himself 
daughters and favour you with 
sons? (16) 


If any of them is given the good 
news of the birth of what he so 
readily attributes to the Lord of 
Grace, his face darkens and he is 
filled with gloom. (17) 


[Would they ascribe to God] 
someone who is brought up 
among trinkets and cannot put 
together a clear argument? (18) 
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They claim that the angels, who 
are themselves but servants of the 
Lord of Grace, are females! Did 
they witness their creation? Their 
testimony will be put on record 
and they will be questioned about 
it. (19) 


They say: ‘Had it been the will 
of the Lord of Grace, we should 
never have worshipped them.’ Of 
that they have no knowledge: 
they are blatantly lying. (20) 


Or have We given them a book 
before this one to which they are 
still holding fast? (21) 


No indeed! They say, “We found 
our forefathers following this 
tradition and we find our 
guidance by following in their 
footsteps.’ (22) 


And thus it is: whenever, before 
your time, We sent a messenger 
to any community, the wealthy 
among them said: “We found 
our forefathers following this 
tradition and we are only 
following in their footsteps.’ (23) 
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He said: ‘Even though I bring you Paes lias saa <3 N55 


a guidance better than what you 


saw your forefathers following?’ -& yALAt iygnickiec 4k ale 


They replied: ‘We reject the D5 4.€ 
message you have been sent oust 
with.’ (24) 

Therefore, We inflicted Our eae 
retribution on them. Reflect on | BES BI seas 


how those who rejected the truth 


: @ & Sallie 
met their end. (25) 


An Address to the Mind 


The siirah begins with the two separate letters Ha and Mim which 
are then followed by an oath by the book that makes things clear. 
Both the letters and the book are of the same nature: in its spoken 
form, the book is of the same type as the letters. Just like all letters in 
human language, the two letters, or sounds, are of God’s signs: it is He 
who created people and gave them the sounds of their languages. When 
such letters are mentioned, they carry more than a single meaning with 
reference to the Qur'an. 

God states this oath by the two letters and the clear book so as to 
confirm the purpose of making this Qur’an in the form it was made 
when revealed to the Arabs: “We have made the Qur’an a discourse in 
Arabic so that you may understand.” (Verse 3) The purpose, then, is 
that they should understand it as it is composed in their own tongue. 
The Qur'an is God’s revelation which He has made, in its spoken 
form, Arabic as He chose the Arabs to be the bearers of His message. 
We explained this purpose partly in commenting on the previous sirah. 
Moreover, God made His choice on the basis of His knowledge that 
the Arabs were suitable message-bearers and that their language could 
best express it. God knows whom to entrust with His message. 

He then defines what position He has assigned for the Qur’an with 
Him and its value in His overall plan for the universe: “It originates in 
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the source of revelation kept with Us; it is indeed sublime, full of wisdom.” 
(Verse 4) We will only in passing refer to the literal meaning of the 
phrase Umm al-Kitab, translated here as ‘the source of revelation’. Does 
it refer to the ‘imperishable tablet’! mentioned elsewhere in the Qur’an, 
or to God’s eternal knowledge? Both are the same in the sense that 
they do not have a specific meaning within our sphere of knowledge. 
Yet the verse transmits a definite impression that the Qur'an has an 
especially high value in God’s overall knowledge and planning. This is 
enough for us. The Qur'an is ‘sublime’, and ‘full of wisdom’. These two 
qualities give it a specific rationality, and indeed it is so! It is as if the 
Qur'an has a soul of its own, with special features and qualities, that 
respond to the souls of those who interact with it. With its sublime 
position and wisdom, it provides guidance to humanity, leading it 
according to its own nature and qualities, imparting to its rational 
understanding and to its life values, concepts and facts that are also 
sublime and bear wisdom. 

When this fact has been established it makes the people who speak 
the language in which the Qur’an has been revealed appreciate the great 
gift and blessing God has given them. It shows them the extent of 
their transgression when they turn away from it in disdain. It is they 
who deserve to be treated with contempt. Therefore, they are told 
that they may well be ignored because of their transgression: “Should 
We ignore you and take away this reminder from you because you are 
people who transgress beyond bounds?” (Verse 5) 

It is indeed most remarkable that God, in His glory and sublimity, 
should care for such people, revealing to them a book in their own 
tongue, telling them about what they feel, explaining the inner aspects 
of their lives, showing them the path delineated by His guidance, 
relating to them accounts of earlier communities and reminding them 
of God’s law that was in effect during ancient times. Yet they continue 
to ignore His guidance, turning away from it. For God to say that 
they will be deprived of His care and be ignored for their transgression 
sounds dreadful. 


1, Verse 22 of Siarah 85. 
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In addition to this threat, they are reminded of God’s law that applied 
to earlier communities that denied the prophets sent to them: “Many 
a prophet did We send to people of olden times; but they mocked at each 
prophet who came to them. We destroyed them even though they were 
mightier than these. Thus their example has gone down in history.” (Verses 
6-8) What can they expect when God has already destroyed people 
that were much mightier than they because of their derision of the 
messengers sent to them? 


The Almighty Creator 


Amazingly, although the Arabs recognized that God was the Creator 
of the heavens and the earth, they did not follow this through to its 
logical conclusion, declaring His oneness and address all worship to 
Him. On the contrary, they attributed partners to Him, assigning to 
these some of the cattle He has created. They also alleged that the 
angels were God’s daughters whom they worshipped in the form of 
idols. The Qur’an reports their acknowledgement of God’s creation, 
puts before them the logic of human nature which they discard, and 
outlines the behaviour they should adopt in response to His blessings, 
particularly ships and cattle. It then describes what they claim about 
the angels: 


Yet if you ask them, ‘Who created the heavens and the earth?’ they 
are sure to answer, ‘The Almighty, the All-Knowing created them.’ 
It is He who has smoothed out the earth for you and has traced on it 
paths for you so that you can find your way. And He it is who sends 
down water from the sky in due measure. With it We raise dead 
land to life; and thus you will be raised from the dead. And He it is 
who created all living things in pairs, and provided for you the ships 
and animals on which you ride, so that when you are seated on 
their backs you remember your Lord's blessings and say: ‘Limitless in 
His glory is He who has made all this subservient to our use. We 
could not have done it by ourselves. To our Lord we shall most 
certainly return. (Verses 9-14) 
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The Arabs had a faith, which we can imagine as consisting of remnants 
of the original pure faith of Abraham, that had lost its original shining 
colours, intermingled with legends. What remained was something 
that human nature could not deny, namely that the universe has a 
Creator who is God: the universe could not have existed without a 
Creator and the Creator could only be God. Yet, the Arabs did not 
take this natural truth to its logical conclusion; they simply stopped at 
the bare fact: “Yer if you ask them, ‘Who created the heavens and the 
earth?’ they are sure to answer, ‘The Almighty, the All-Knowing created 
them.” (Verse 9) 

It is obvious that they did not verbalize God’s two attributes: the 
Almighty and the All-Knowing. They acknowledged that it was God 
who created the universe, but they did not know God according to 
His attributes detailed in the Islamic faith. These are positive attributes 
that produce a clear effect on people's lives and the life of the universe. 
They admitted that God created them and the universe, but they also 
alleged that He had partners because they did not know God’s attributes 
that would have made the very concept of partnership with Him appear 
absurd. The Qur'an tells them now that the Creator they acknowledge 
is the One who is Almighty and who knows all. 

The sirah takes them another step forward in outlining God’s 
attributes and the favours He has given them: “Jt is He who has smoothed 
out the earth for you and has traced on it paths for you so that you can 
Sind your way.” (Verse 10) Smoothing out the earth is a fact understood, 
in one way or another, by everyone. The people who were the first to 
be addressed by the Qur’4n would have seen the earth smooth under 
their feet when they walked, ready for plants to grow. It is smoothed 
out generally for life to grow. However, we realize this today in a more 
profound way, taking into account what we have learnt about the nature 
of the earth and its history. Future generations will understand this 
fact in an even greater way; human knowledge will continue to expand 
and discover new facts that have so far remained unknown. 

Today, we understand that smoothing out the earth so as to enable 
the human race to survive on it and find ways and paths to ensure life 
progresses is a complex multi-faceted process. In fact, this planet has 
gone through a number of different stages that have allowed its surface 
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to change from a hard rocky one to plant-supporting soil. Water has 
been formed from oxygen and hydrogen. Its rotation speed has slowed 
down to ensure that it has moderate temperatures throughout its day 
and so as to allow objects to remain stable on its surface. Moreover, a 
proper measure of gravity has been placed on it to ensure that its 
atmosphere remains sufficiently stable to support life. Without such 
an atmosphere life cannot be sustained, as is the case on other planets 
with a gravity too weak to ensure stability. Moreover, the earth’s gravity 
has been made equal to movement and this equilibrium has protected 
objects and living things from being blown away, while at the same 
time allowing man and other living things to move on the surface of 
the earth. Had gravity increased above this sustainable level, all objects 
and living creatures would have been stuck to the earth and their 
movements would have become very hard or even impossible. 
Furthermore, air pressure would have increased so as to bind them 
firmly to the earth or crush them against it, just as we sometimes 
crush flies and mosquitoes with a strike that does not bring our hands 
into contact with them but rather increases the air pressure around 
them. By contrast, should air pressure decrease, our veins and breasts 
may burst. 

The smoothing of the earth to make it life supporting also refers to 
the fact that the Almighty, All-Knowing Creator has brought about 
numerous balances which together facilitate human life on earth. Had 
any of these been disturbed, life would have become very difficult, 
even impossible. We have already mentioned some of these. We may, 
however, refer to the fact that the great amount of water that covers 
much of the earth’s surface purges its atmosphere of much of the 
poisonous gases that result from the infinite number of interactions 
that take place all the time. Thus, its atmosphere remains life supporting. 
Plants also ensure that a proper balance is maintained between the 
oxygen living creatures breathe in and the oxygen breathed out during 
the process of assimilation plants perform. Unless this balance is 
maintained, all living things would have suffocated in a very short 
period of time. 

Indeed the significance of the Qur’anic statement, ‘It is He who has 
smoothed out the earth for you and has traced on it paths for you, grows 


219 


In the Shade of the Qur'an 


wider every day. Every new addition to its significance testifies to both 
God’s might and knowledge. We see God’s able hand wherever we 
look and however far our imagination roams. It tells man that his life 
is not the result of blind coincidence nor has he been abandoned. 
Indeed, God’s hand defines man’s every step before, during and after 
his life on earth. 

“So that you can find your way.” (Verse 10) Reflection on what the 
universe contains and its natural laws inevitably leads the human mind 
to recognition of its Creator who established such accurate and perfectly 
harmonious systems. 


Blessings of Every Type 


The siirah then looks a step further at the process of life and the 
emergence of living creatures: “And He it is who sends down water from 
the sky in due measure. With it We raise dead land to life; and thus you 
will be raised from the dead.” (Verse 11) Water comes down from the 
skies, as every person sees and knows, but most people are not moved 
by this remarkable phenomenon because of over familiarity. 
Muhammad, God’s messenger, (peace be upon him), however, held a 
different attitude. He looked at the drops of rain with love and 
welcoming delight, knowing that they came from God; in other words, 
his heart recognized God’s handiwork in these drops. Every heart that 
is aware of its bond with God and the laws of nature He has set in 
operation should adopt this attitude. Every raindrop is the result of 
these laws of nature which operate under God’s eye and control. That 
rain originates from the vapour that rises from the earth and cools 
down in the atmosphere in no way diminishes the implication of these 
facts. Who has brought the earth into being, placed water on it, 
subjected it to heat, made water naturally evaporate and vapour rise 
and condense? Who has given the universe its other characteristics which 
give the condensing vapour an electrical charge so that when clouds 
gather, their electric charges cause rain to fall? Besides, what is electricity? 
What are these other characteristics that produce the combined effect 
of rain falling down? As we learn more about nature, however, our 
knowledge casts a heavy weight over our understanding. We no longer 
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appreciate the messages given by universal phenomena; we no longer 
allow these messages to refine our feelings and responses. 

“And He it is who sends down water from the sky in due measure.” 
(Verse 11) It is given in the right quantity, neither too much so as to 
flood large areas of land, nor too little to leave the land barren. Man 
has come to recognize the importance of maintaining this fine balance 
for the continuity of life. “With it We raise dead land to life.” Life on 
earth flourishes where water is plentiful. It is from water that every 
living thing originates. “And thus you will be raised from the dead.” 
(Verse 11) The One who originated life in the first place will bring it 
back again. It is He who started life in a land that was dead, and He 
will raise all back to life on the Day of Resurrection. Nothing is difficult 
for Him. 

We learn from this sarah that the Arab unbelievers used to assign a 
portion of their cattle to God and another portion to other beings. 
God, however, created cattle as one of the favours He bestows on 
man: people ride cattle as they ride on ships and they should appreciate 
His blessings and give thanks: “And He it is who created all living things 
in pairs, and provided for you the ships and animals on which you ride, 
so that when you are seated on their backs you remember your Lord's 
blessings and say: ‘Limitless in His glory is He who has made all this 
subservient to our use. We could not have done it by ourselves. To our 
Lord we shall most certainly return.” (Verses 12-14) 

Making things in pairs is a rule of life, as indicated in this verse. All 
living things are created in pairs; even the first living cell carries 
masculine and feminine characteristics. In fact, this rule perhaps applies 
to the universe in its entirety, if we consider its basic unit to be the 
atom which consists of a negative electron and a positive proton, as all 
research in physics has so far indicated. Be that as it may, thisguality is 
apparent throughout life. It is God who has created all pairs, human 
and non-human. 

Moreover, it is He who has “provided for you the ships and animals 
on which you ride.” (Verse 12) This is to remind man that God has 
placed him in charge of the earth, putting at his disposal its considerable 
and varied power and potential. It also invites man to show gratitude 
for God’s choice and blessings, reminds him of the One who grants 
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blessings every time such a blessing is enjoyed. Such expressions of 
gratitude for God’s blessings is sure to keep our hearts alive to their 
bond with God at every turn in life: “So that when you are seated on 
their backs you remember your Lord's blessings and say: Limitless in His 
glory is He who has made all this subservient to our use. We could not 
have done it by ourselves.” (Verse 13) We certainly cannot match His 
blessings. All that we can do is to be truly grateful and give due thanks 
for all that He has favoured us with. We should realize that we will 
eventually return to God after our term in charge of the earth comes 
to its end. He will then requite us for what we have done in life when 
we enjoyed His favours and what He placed at our service: “Jo our 
Lord we shall most certainly return.” (Verse 14) Such are the refined 
manners people should adopt towards God who has granted us 
countless favours and blessings. Yet we tend to forget Him even when 
we are enjoying His favours. Hence, this gentle reminder. 

These Islamic manners closely relate to the cultivation of the human 
conscience and people’s education. This is not a mere ritual or empty 
phrase we say when mounting cattle or riding on ships and other means 
of transport. It is a deliberate action that aims to alert our feelings so 
that we are fully aware of the bond between God and His creatures. 
Furthermore, His blessings are granted to us freely; we cannot repay 
God in any way for any of His countless blessings. Hence, we should 
always remain in awe of Him, thinking of the day when we will meet 
Him and submit our account of what we did in life. Thus we should 
always remain conscious of God, aware that He is watching over us. 


An Absurd Superstition 


The s#rah then refers to the absurd legend that makes deities of 
angels, alleging that they are God’s daughters when they are no more 
than a different type of creature: 


Yet they assign to Him some of His own servants as offspring. Surely 
man is clearly bereft of all gratitude. Would He, out of all His creation, 

choose for Himself daughters and favour you with sons? If any of 
them i. given the good news of the birth of what he so readily 
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attributes to the Lord of Grace, his face darkens and he is filled 
with gloom. [Would they ascribe to God] someone who is brought 
up among trinkets and cannot put together a clear argument? They 
claim that the angels, who are themselves but servants of the Lord 
of Grace, are females! Did they witness their creation? Their 
testimony will be put on record and they will be questioned about 
it, They say: ‘Had it been the will of the Lord of Grace, we should 
never have worshipped them.’ Of that they have no knowledge: 
they are blatantly lying. Or have We given them a book before this 
one to which they are still holding fast? No indeed! They say, ‘We 
found our forefathers following this tradition and we find our 
guidance by following in their footsteps.’ And thus it is: whenever, 
before your time, We sent a messenger to any community, the wealthy 
among them said: ‘We found our forefathers following this tradition 
and we are only following in their footsteps.’ He said: ‘Even though 
I bring you a guidance better than what you saw your forefathers 
following?’ They replied: ‘We reject the message you have been sent 
with.’ Therefore, We inflicted Our retribution on them. Reflect on 
how those who rejected the truth met their end. (Verses 15-25) 


The siirah addresses every aspect of this superstition, leaving no 
loophole unclosed. Throughout, the siirah uses the unbelievers’ own 
logic and draws on their own life situations. It places before them the 
fate of earlier communities that adopted a similar stand to theirs, 
making almost identical allegations. It begins by highlighting the 
absurdity of this superstition and what it means of blatant rejection of 
the truth: “Yer they assign to Him some of His own servants as offspring. 
Surely man is clearly bereft of all gratitude.” (Verse 15) The angels are 
God’s servants. To allege that they are God's offspring means that they 
are not His servants, but instead have a special relationship with Him. 
Since they are God’s servants, to give them any special relation to their 
Creator is meaningless. All God’s creatures are His servants. Such a 
claim, thus, brands man as a clear unbeliever: “Surely man is clearly 
bereft of all gratitude.” (Verse 15) 

Using their own logic and standards, the sarah ridicules their 
allegation that the angels are female and then their claim that they are 
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God’s offspring: “Would He, out of all His creation, choose for Himself 
daughters and favour you with sons?” (Verse 16) If God were to take 
offspring for Himself, why would He choose females and give the 
males to them? This is nothing less than absurd and especially when 
they are so distressed when a daughter is born to them. “Ifany of them 
is given the good news of the birth of what he so readily attributes to the 
Lord of Grace, his face darkens and he is filled with gloom.” (Verse 17) 

What sort of manners are these that make them attribute to God 
what would fill them with gloom? Indeed, they would be so distressed 
about parenting a daughter that they could not even face speaking 
about it. In their environment, it was only brave men who could 
fight hard in battle that were looked upon with esteem. How come, 
then, that they assign to God offspring of the type which only cares 
about jewellery and fine things, unable to refute an argument or fight 
a case? “/Would they ascribe to God] someone who is brought up among 
trinkets and cannot put together a clear argument?” (Verse 18) Here 
we see how the sarah uses their own logic, making them ashamed of 
attributing to God what they themselves hate to father. Should they 
not, if at all, have attributed to Him what scores highly in their own 
estimation? 

The sarah then refutes another of their absurd superstitions. They 
alleged that the angels were female. On what basis do they make such 
a claim? “They claim that the angels, who are themselves but servants of 
the Lord of Grace, are females! Did they witness their creation? Their 
testimony will be put on record and they will be questioned about it.” 
(Verse 19) Were they present when the angels were created so as to 
know that they were female? Had they seen their creation, they would 
have had reliable evidence. They certainly cannot claim to have been 
present at the time, yet still they make this ridiculous assertion. 
Therefore, they will be made responsible for claiming what they have 
no evidence to prove: “Their testimony will be put on record and they 
will be questioned about it.” (Verse 19) 

The unbelievers provide further argument to justify their absurdities, 
but once again the siirah exposes how flawed their statements are: “They 
say: ‘Had it been the will of the Lord of Grace, we should never have 
worshipped them.’ Of that they have no knowledge: they are blatantly 


224 


AL-ZUKHRUF (Gold) 43 


lying.” (Verse 20) When they are faced with irrefutable argument based 
on solid evidence, they justify their action by claiming that it is God’s 
will. They allege that God accepts their worship of angels. Had He 
not been pleased with this, He would have prevented them from such 
worship! How devious! It is true that everything in the universe occurs 
by God’s will. Yet it is also God’s will that man has been given the 
ability to choose for himself which way to follow: true guidance or 
error. God has also required man to choose His guidance and follow 
it, telling man that this is the choice He will be pleased with. He is not 
pleased when man chooses error and disbelief, even though He has 
enabled him to do so. 

When they attribute their own choice to God’s will, this is nothing 
less than wild conjecture. They cannot be certain that God wants them 
to worship the angels. How can they achieve such certainty? “Of that 
they have no knowledge: they are blatantly lying.” (Verse 20) They simply 
indulge in guesswork and delusion. “Or have We given them a book 
before this one to which they are still holding fast?” (Verse 21) Do they 
have such a book as a basis for their claims, giving them clear evidence 
in support of their worship? 

Thus we see how the sarah closes in on them, refuting every argument 
they make, and clearly indicating that faith cannot be based on 
guesswork or unsupported claims. Faith can only be based on a revealed 
book to which people should adhere. 

At this point, the sirah exposes the reality on which they rely when 
holding to their absurd superstition that makes them offer false 
worship: “No indeed! They say, ‘We found our forefathers following this 
tradition and we find our guidance by following in their footsteps.” (Verse 
22) This is a ludicrous and baseless argument. It shows them to be 
content to follow their ancestors without thinking about or looking 
into the basis of their actions. Thus, they are no more than a herd of 
cattle driven to where it does not know. They are totally unaware of 
their destination or whether they are following the road leading to it. 

Being a message that seeks to free the human mind of all shackles, 
Islam rejects such abject following in the footsteps of ancestors. Every 
action should be determined on the basis of deliberate thinking and 
conscious choice. 
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At the end of this passage, the unbelievers are shown the fates of 
earlier communities that argued in the same vein and blindly followed 
their forefathers’ footsteps, rejecting the truth clearly presented to them 
by God’s messengers: “And thus it is: whenever, before your time, We 
sent a messenger to any community, the wealthy among them said: ‘We 
found our forefathers following this tradition and we are only following 
in their footsteps.’ He said: ‘Even though I bring you a guidance better 
than what you saw your forefathers following?’ They replied: ‘We reject 
the message you have been sent with.’ Therefore, We inflicted Our 
retribution on them. Reflect on how those who rejected the truth met 
their end.” (Verses 23-25) 

Thus we see that those who turn away from Divine guidance are of 
a similar nature and use the same arguments. They are blind to 
everything other than following in their forefathers’ footsteps. They 
close their minds to any new evidence, rejecting any new way even 
though it may be better, rely on solid argument and bring better results. 
Such a persistently deviant nature, which will not open its eyes or 
mind to the truth, deserves nothing but destruction. Such is the fate 
put before the unbelievers so that, perchance, they will take heed. 


— 
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Blindness Out of Choice 


Abraham said to his father and 
his people: ‘I renounce what you 
worship, (26) 


I worship none other than Him 
who brought me into being. It is 
He who will guide me.’ (27) 


He made this an abiding precept 
among his descendants so that 
they might always return [to 


God]. (28) 


I have allowed these people 
and their forefathers to enjoy 
their lives freely until the truth 
has come to them through a 
messenger who makes things 
clear. (29) 


Now that the truth has come to 
them, they say, “This is all sorcery, 
and we reject it outright.’ (30) 
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They also say, “Why was not this 
Qur'an revealed to some great 
man of the two cities?” (31) 


Is it they who apportion your 
Lord’s grace? It is We who deal 
out to them their livelihood in 
the life of this world, and raise 
some in rank above others, so 
that some of them may take 
others into their service. Your 
Lord’s grace is better than all that 
they can amass. (32) 


Were it not that all people would 
become one community [of 
unbelievers], We would have 
provided those who now 
disbelieve in the Lord of Grace 
with roofs of silver for houses, 
stairways on which to ascend, 


(33) 


gates, couches on which to 
recline, (34) 


and gold ornaments. Yet all this 
would have been nothing but the 
fleeting enjoyment of life in this 
world. It is the life to come that 
your Lord reserves for the God- 
fearing. (35) 
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We shall assign to whoever 
chooses to remain blind to the 
remembrance of the Lord of 
Grace an evil one as a comrade. 


(36) 


These [evil ones] turn them away 
from the right path, making 
them think that they are rightly 
guided. (37) 


When such a person comes to Us, 
he will say [to his comrade]: 
“Would that I was as far away 
from you as the East is from the 


West.’ Evil indeed are you fora | 


comrade! (38) 


Because of your wrongdoing, it 
will not be of any benefit to you 
that you are now to share your 
suffering. (39) 


Can you [Prophet] make the 
deaf hear? Or guide the blind or 
those who are in manifest error? 


(40) 


If We take you away, We shall 
inflict retribution on them; (41) 


and if We show you the 
fulfilment of what We have 
promised them... We have full 
power over them. (42) 
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Therefore, hold fast to what has 


been revealed to you: you certainly | 


are on a straight path; (43) 


and it is an honour for you and 
your people. In time, you will all 
be called to account. (44) 


Ask any of the messengers We sent 
before you: ‘Did We ever appoint 
deities to be worshipped other 
than the Lord of Grace?’ (45) 


We sent Moses with Our message 
to Pharaoh and his nobles; and he 


said: ‘Iam a messenger of the Lord | 


of all the worlds,’ (46) 


but when he presented Our signs 
to them, they laughed at them, 
(47) 


yet each sign We showed them 


was greater than the preceding | 


one. We put them through 
suffering so that they might 
return [to the right path]. (48) 


They said: ‘Sorcerer, pray to your 
Lord for us on the strength of the 
covenant He has made with you. 
We shall now follow the right 
way.’ (49) 
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Yet when We removed their 
suffering they still broke their 
word. (50) 


Pharaoh proclaimed to his 
people, saying: ‘My people, is the 
kingdom of Egypt not mine, 
with all these rivers flowing at my 
feet? Do you not see? (51) 


Am I not better than this 
contemptible wretch who can 
hardly make his meaning clear? 


(52) 


Why have no bracelets of gold 
been given to him? Why have no 
angels come to accompany him?’ 


(53) 


Thus did he make fools of his 
people, and they obeyed him. 
They were people lost in evil. 


(54) 


When they incurred Our anger, 
We inflicted Our retribution on 
them and drowned them all; (55) 


and so We made them a thing of 
the past and an example for later 
generations. (56) 
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Overview 


The Quraysh, the major Arabian tribe living in Makkah at the time 
of the revelation of the Qur'an, used to say that they were Abraham's 
descendants, which was true. They also claimed that they followed 
Abraham's faith, which was untrue. Abraham espoused monotheism, 
clear and undistorted. It was for his belief in the One God that he 
abandoned his father and his people, after he was subjected to execution 
by burning. His religion is based on this basic belief. He urged his 
children and descendants to remain true to it. Thus, no trace of 
polytheism is ever found in his faith. 

In this section of the si#rah the Arabs are made to see this historical 
fact so that they might check their claims against it. The siirah also 
reports their objections to the Prophet Muhammad’s message: “They 
also say, ‘Why was not this Qur'an revealed to some great man of the two 
cities?” (Verse 31) It shows the basic flaw in this argument: not only 
does it disregard the true values on which God wants human life to be 
based but it also espouses false values which turn them away from true 
guidance. Once the truth is outlined, the sirah tells them of the fate 
of those who prefer to remain blind to God’s remembrance. It also 
explains why such a choice was made which boils down to nothing 
less than following what Satan whispers. At the end of this section, 
the stirah consoles God’s messenger, who is grieved by their choice. 
He is told that he cannot make the blind see nor the deaf hear. They 
will have their due requital, whether he lives to see how God punishes 
them or God chooses to delay such punishment. He is directed, 
therefore, to hold fast to what is revealed to him as it represents the 
truth preached by all former messengers: “Ask any of the messengers We 
sent before you: Did We ever appoint deities to be worshipped other than 
the Lord of Grace?” (Verse 45) 

In this section we are also given an episode from Moses’ story, which 
reflects the Arabs’ attitude to God’s messenger. It seems that the same 
objections are repeated again: Pharaoh and his people adhered to the 
same false values upheld by the pagan Arabs. 
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The Principle Abraham Urged 


Abraham said to his father and his people: ‘I renounce what you 
worship, I worship none other than Him who brought me into 
being. It is He who will guide me.’ He made this an abiding precept 
among his descendants so that they might always return [to God]. 
(Verses 26-28) 


The precept of monotheism rejected by the Quraysh was nothing 
but the belief advocated by Abraham, from whom they descended. 
It was this great principle that Abraham declared to his own father 
and people, thus rejecting their false creed, disowning their traditional 
worship. He did not adopt falsehood simply because his father and 
people practised it. In fact, he did not pay them any courtesy when 
he declared his rejection of it in a clear and emphatic statement quoted 
in the Qur’an: “J renounce what you worship, I worship none other 
than Him who brought me into being. It is He who will guide me.” 
(Verses 26-27) 

It appears from Abraham’s statement that although his people did 
not deny God’s existence, they nonetheless assigned partners to Him 
and worshipped others beside Him. Therefore, Abraham disowned all 
those they worshipped other than God. He described God by His 
attribute that makes Him the One to be worshipped, which is the fact 
that He initiates and originates. It is He who deserves to be worshipped 
because He is the One who creates. He also stated his firm belief that 
God would give him guidance. He created him and He knew how to 
grant him guidance. 

Abraham clearly stated this precept of God’s oneness to which the 
whole universe testifies. He said it and made it “an abiding precept 
among his descendants so that they might always return [to God].” (Verse 
28) It fell to Abraham to have the largest share in establishing this 
precept in life, delivering it to future generations through his seed. A 
number of his descendants were prophets and messengers, among whom 
three belong to the very select group of messengers endowed with the 
strongest resolve. These three are Moses, Jesus and Muhammad (peace 
be upon them all). Today, scores of centuries after Abraham, more 
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than a billion people who follow the three Divine religions are indebted 
to Abraham for their belief in the fundamental principle of God’s 
oneness. It was he who made it an abiding precept among his 
descendants. Many of them may abandon it, but it remains firm, clear 
and undistorted. Thus, people will always have a chance to return to 
God, their Creator, and worship Him. This represents a return to the 
truth, understanding it and holding firm to it. 

Mankind knew the principle of God’s oneness before Abraham, 
through many prophets such as Noah, Hid, Salih and perhaps Idris, 
as also through other messengers who did not have a continuous line 
of descendants who could revive and advocate the principle. It was, 
therefore, with Abraham that this principle took firm root on earth. It 
continued to be advocated by his descendants, with a continuous line 
of prophethood, up to the last messenger, Muhammad (peace be upon 
him), who descended from Abraham through his son, Ishmael, and 
who bore the greatest similarity to him.? Muhammad stated the 
principle of God’s oneness in its final and most comprehensive form, 
a form that influences every human activity and life concept. 

How did those Arabs, descending from Abraham, receive this principle? 
They had after all been far removed from it for generations. Indeed, 
they had forgotten Abraham's faith to the extent that the principle of 
God's oneness was alien to them, viewed as exceedingly singular. They 
gave the Prophet preaching it a very bad reception, judging the Divine 
message by earthly standards. Hence, their criteria were flawed: 


T have allowed these people and their forefathers to enjoy their lives 
Sreely until the truth has come to them through a messenger who 
makes things clear. Now that the truth has come to them, they say, 
‘This is all sorcery, and we reject it outright.’ They also say, ‘Why 
was not this Qur'an revealed to some great man of the two cities.’ Is 
it they who apportion your Lord's grace? It is We who deal out to 


2. Jabir quotes the Prophet as saying: “I have been shown earlier prophets. I found Moses 
(peace be upon him) to be a tall, slim type of man, as though he belonged to the men of Shanii'ah 
[One of the tribes of Yemen]. I saw Jesus (peace be upon him) and the person I know who has the 
closest similarity to him is ‘Urwah ibn Mas ‘ad. I saw Abraham (peace be upon him) and the one 
who bears closest similarity to him is your man, [meaning himself].”— al-Bukhari 
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them their livelihood in the life of this world, and raise some in 

rank above others, so that some of them may take others into their 
service. Your Lord's grace is better than all that they can amass. 

Were it not that all people would become one community [of 
unbelievers], We would have provided those who now disbelieve in 

the Lord of Grace with roofs of silver for houses, stairways on which 
to ascend, gates, couches on which to recline, and gold ornaments. 

Yet all this would have been nothing but the fleeting enjoyment of 
life in this world. It is the life to come that your Lord reserves for the 
God-fearing. (Verses 29-35) 


The sirah turns to speak of those people present at the time of 
revelation: “I have allowed these people and their forefathers to enjoy 
their lives freely until the truth has come to them through a messenger 
who makes things clear.” (Verse 29) It is as though the siirah is saying: 
‘Let us not talk about Abraham, for these people have no relation to 
him. We will discuss their situation specifically, which has no relevance 
to Abraham and what he advocated. God says that He allowed these 
people and their ancestors to enjoy life, providing them with much, 
and allowing them a long life, until the truth came to them in the 
shape of the Qur’an, and there came to them a messenger who stated 
things clearly. Nevertheless, “Now that the truth has come to them, 
they say, ‘This is all sorcery, and we reject it outright.” (Verse 30) 

The truth, which is always clearly manifest, cannot be confused with 
sorcery. What they said was conjecture and they were the first to know 
that it was false. The elders of the Quraysh could not have been blind 
to the truth of the message of the Qur’an, yet they aimed to deceive 
the masses: first by alleging that it was sorcery and secondly by 
reaffirming their rejection of it: “This is all sorcery, and we reject it 
outright.” (Verse 30) In this way, they sought to impress the masses by 
showing themselves to be confident of what they said. Like all who 
are deluded, the masses would then follow them. What the Quraysh 
elders feared most was that they might lose their influence over people. 
Should the people see the truth of the principle of God’s oneness, no 
leader would have any influence except within the framework of 
worshipping God alone. 
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Whom to Entrust with God’s Message 


The Qur'an describes their confused values and standards as they 
objected to the choice of Muhammad (peace be upon him) as the one 
to bring them light and the message of the truth: “They also say: Why 
was not this Qur'an revealed to some great man of the two cities?” (Verse 
31) The two cities they referred to were Makkah and Ta’if. The Prophet 
belonged to the most distinguished family in the clan of Hashim of 
the Quraysh tribe, which were the elite among Arabs. He was also 
known to be a man of high principles and fine manners, even before 
he was chosen as God’s messenger. However, he was not a tribal chief, 
while his environment placed much store on such considerations. Hence 
their objection: “Why was not this Qur'an revealed to some great man 
of the two cities?” (Verse 31) 

God certainly knows best whom to entrust with His message. He 
chose the man whom He knew to be best suited to the task. Limitless 
is God in His glory! He chose a man whose paramount qualities were 
his morality and dedication, both of which are part of the nature and 
essence of the Islamic message. For the delivery of His message, He 
chose neither a tribal chief nor a man of wealth or social influence. 
This because He did not wish any earthly value to cast a shadow over 
the message bestowed from on high. It should neither be adorned with 
an earthly jewel nor be influenced by any alien effect. Thus, no one 
would embrace it to achieve ambition, and no one would seek it for 
unfair gain. 

With their narrow view of worldly pleasures and lack of awareness 
of the nature of the Divine message, the Arabs objected to the choice 
of Muhammad (peace be upon him) as God’s messenger, suggesting 
that a recognized leader of either of the two cities would have been 
preferable. The sirah denounces their objections and reminds them of 
how God bestows His grace on whomever He chooses of His servants. 
It shows the flaw inherent in their concepts which confuse worldly 
values with Divine ones. It also makes clear to them how their values 
score in God’s accurate measure: “Js it they who apportion your Lord’s 
grace? It is We who deal out to them their livelihood in the life of this 
world, and raise some in rank above others, so that some of them may 
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take others into their service. Your Lord's grace is better than all that they 
can amass.” (Verse 32) 

How singular! What business do they have in apportioning God’s 
grace when they cannot even determine their own provisions? Whatever 
comes their way of earthly provisions is determined by God, according 
to His wisdom and how He wants life on earth to progress: “It is We 
who deal out to them their livelihood in the life of this world, and raise 
some in rank above others, so that some of them may take others into 
their service.” (Verse 32) 

People’s livelihood and provisions in this present life are influenced 
by their individual talents, life circumstances and social relations. The 
way they are shared out among individuals and communities is subject 
to all these factors. Its sharing, however, differs from one generation 
and society to another, according to the systems, relations and general 
circumstances of each. The one essential feature which has never been 
absent, even under the most government-controlled system, is that 
people’s shares are different. It has never happened that people receive 
equal shares, not even under artificial social orders claiming to enshrine 
absolute equality. 

The result is that some people are raised in rank above others; a 
situation that occurs in all societies and generations. The purpose for 
such difference is that “some of them may take others into their service.” 
(Verse 32) When the wheel of life turns, some people will inevitably 
be made to serve others. What is meant here is not that one class or 
one person should behave arrogantly towards another. This is a naive 
understanding that is unsuited to the Divine pronouncement. The 
significance of the statement is longer lasting than any change or 
development in human society. All mankind serve one another as the 
wheel of life turns with them all. The one whose provisions are stinted 
serves the one who is affluent, but the reverse is true as well. Those 
who have plenty accumulate wealth, using it for their living and employ 
others who will then receive their provisions by virtue of their work. 
Each one thus serves another, and it is the difference in their livelihoods 
and their provisions that enable them to use one another in the course 
of life. Thus, a worker is in the service of the engineer and the employer, 
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while the engineer is in the service of the employer and the worker, 
and the employer, in turn, serves both engineer and worker in like 
manner. All contribute to man’s assignment on earth through their 
differences in abilities, talents, livelihoods and incomes. 

I know that many advocates of government-controlled systems cite 
this verse in their criticism of Islam and its social and economic systems. 
I also think that some Muslims feel uneasy about this statement. They 
feel that they need to defend Islam against the charge of establishing 
distinction between people in their provisions so that some of them 
can take others into service. It is time, however, that the advocates of 
Islam should stand firm, feeling absolutely proud of their faith. They 
need not defend it against a trivial accusation that will always remain 
unsubstantiated. Islam states permanent facts that remain part of the 
nature of the universe for as long as life continues. 

It is part of the nature of human life that it relies on differences 
between individual human beings with respect to their abilities and 
talents, as well as to the type of work each one can do and the degree 
of excellence a man or a woman can achieve. These differences are 
necessary to ensure the fulfilment of a wide range of roles needed to 
discharge man’s mission on earth. Had all human beings been copies 
of the same model, life on earth could not have survived. Numerous 
types of work would not have had corresponding abilities. They would 
have remained undone because there would not have been people who 
could do them. The One who created life and willed that it should 
steadily progress also created people with different talents and abilities 
to correspond to the different tasks that needed fulfilling. It is through 
such differences in roles that differences of livelihood and provisions 
occur. Such is the rule. 


Greater than Life’s Riches 


So much for people’s livelihood in this present life. Beyond it, 
however, is something far greater: “Your Lord's grace is better than all 
that they can amass.” (Verse 32) God bestows His grace on those whom 
He selects, knowing that they deserve it. There is, however, no 
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connection whatsoever between God’s grace and what people have in 
this present life. Nor is there any connection between it and the values 
of this world. Such lots are worthless according to God’s measure. 
Hence, they are given to good and bad people, while God’s grace is 
preserved for those whom He chooses. 

Earthly values are so petty and insignificant that had God so willed, 
He would have given them in plenty to those who disbelieve in Him. 
The only reason behind not doing so is that such plenty would then 
become a source of delusion, preventing many people from accepting 
the Divine faith: 


Were it not that all people would become one community [of 
unbelievers], We would have provided those who now disbelieve in 

the Lord of Grace with roofs of silver for houses, stairways on which 
to ascend, gates, couches on which to recline, and gold ornaments. 

Yet all this would have been nothing but the fleeting enjoyment of 
life in this world. It is the life to come that your Lord reserves for the 
God-fearing. (Verses 33-35) 


It is God who knows man’s weaknesses best and what effect wealth 
and affluence have on him. Had it not been for the fact that people 
would be lured by such luxuries, God would have given to those who 
disbelieve in the Lord of Grace abundance in this world. He would 
have given them homes with roofs of silver and staircases made of 
gold. He would also have given them houses with many doors, indeed 
palaces with many couches to recline upon and gold ornaments as decor. 
Giving such luxuries in plenty to disbelievers clearly shows how 
worthless these items are on God’s scales. “Yet all this would have been 
nothing but the fleeting enjoyment of life in this world.” (Verse 35) It is 
all no more than a fleeting enjoyment that lasts no more than this 
present life. Moreover, it is all no more than a trifling suited to this 
lower life. 

“It is the life to come that your Lord reserves for the God-fearing.” 
(Verse 35) These are the ones who are honoured by God because 
they are God-fearing. He stores for them what is better, greater in 
value and more lasting. He grants them what is special. They are 
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thus distinguished over those who deny God, the Lord of Grace, for 
these are only given the trifling enjoyments of this worldly life, which 
animals also share. 

Worldly luxuries, examples of which are given in these verses, dazzle 
large numbers of people, particularly when they see unbelievers enjoying 
such commodities while believers are deprived of them. They may see 
good believers suffering hardship while unbelievers enjoy power, wealth 
and high position. God knows the effects of such situations on the 
majority of people. Therefore, He explains to them how worthless 
these luxuries are in His unerring scales and how truly worthy what 
He has in store for believers is. A believing heart is reassured that God 
chooses only what is right and suitable for each group. The Makkan 
unbelievers who objected to God’s choice of a man who had not been 
given much wealth rated people according to what they have of money 
and position. These verses make clear how trifling these are in God’s 
sight, so much so that He gives them to the worst of His creatures, the 
people whom He dislikes most. Hence, affluence and its like does not 
indicate a person's position with God. 

Thus the Qur’an puts matters in their right perspective, showing 
the basis on which provisions are given in both this life and the life 
to come and stating those values that are true and consistent. In doing 
so, it lays down the basic principles that are unaffected by life’s 
circumstances, developments, different creeds, social systems or 
environments. Life has its consistent, unchanging rules that govern 
its development. People who look only at changing appearances and 
do not reflect on the permanent rules tend to overlook this God- 
made law. They think that change applies to the essence of things as 
well as their form and appearance. Hence, they allege that the ever 
continuing march of life precludes the existence of permanent rules 
and values. The only law that they believe to be unchanging is that 
whereby everything undergoes continuous change. We, who believe 
in Islam, see in what is around us the truth of what God has stated: 
consistency and change are present, side by side, in every corner and 
aspect of the universe. The most obvious example before us is the 
difference in livelihood and provisions between people, and their 
varied causes and rates. 
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Which Type of Comrade 


The siirah moves on to explain the fate of those who are given plenty 
of the luxuries of this world but who remain unmindful of their duty 
of obedience to God and glorifying Him so as to deserve the great 
prize He grants on the Day of Judgement to those who fear Him: 


We shall assign to whoever chooses to remain blind to the 
remembrance of the Lord of Grace an evil one as a comrade. These 
[evil ones] turn them away from the right path, making them think 
that they are rightly guided. When such a person comes to Us, he 
will say [to his comrade]: Would that I was as far away from you as 
the East is from the West.’ Evil indeed are you for a comrade! Because 
of your wrongdoing, it will not be of any benefit to you that you are 
now to share your suffering. (Verses 36-39) 


The Arabic text uses the term ‘ashd as the choice of unbelievers. 
This term signifies a tiredness of the eyes that prevents them from 
seeing things. It mostly occurs when facing a glaring light which the 
human eye cannot look into, or in the evening as darkness begins to 
descend when a weak eye cannot see things clearly. It may also be the 
result of illness. Its usage here, signifies blindness and a wilful turning 
away from God, the Lord of Grace. 

“We shall assign to whoever chooses to remain blind to the remembrance 
of the Lord of Grace an evil one as a comrade.” (Verse 36) It has been 
God’s will that when man chooses to neglect His remembrance, Satan 
finds his way to him and becomes his comrade, whispering to him 
and making evil things seem goodly and attractive. In the Arabic text, 
this verse is stated in the conditional form to express a consistent rule 
that makes the result inevitable when the cause occurs. Thus the evil 
comrade will certainly turn his comrade away from the right path, 
even though such a person may continue to think that he is on the 
right track: “These [evil ones] turn them away from the right path, 
making them think that they are rightly guided.” (Verse 37) This is the 
worst thing that one comrade can do for another: turning him away 
from the right path and not allowing him to wake up or reflect on 
what he is doing. Instead, he keeps him deluded, thinking that he is 
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doing well, until he comes face to face with his inevitable end. Note, 
too, that the verse uses the present tense, implying that this is going 
on now before the eyes of onlookers, though those who are blind do 
not see it. 

The end comes all of a sudden while they are still deluded: “When 
such a person comes to Us, he will say [to his comrade]: ‘Would that I was 
as far away from you as the East is from the West.” (Verse 38) In an 
instant we move from this present world to the next. Those who chose 
to be blind unexpectedly arrive at their destination and wake up like a 
drunken person regains his consciousness. They open their weak eyes 
and each one of them looks at his evil comrade who led him to ruin 
while assuring him of safety. He is so enraged with him that he says to 
him: “Would that I was as far away from you as the East is from the 
West. Evil indeed are you for a comrade!’ (Verse 38) 1 wish I had never 
met you and that a great gulf had existed between us. The sirah then 
makes this comment on the exchange between the two comrades: “Evil 
indeed are you for a comrade! (Verse 38) 

As the curtain drops on them both, we hear a word that crushes all 
hope for them: “Because of your wrongdoing, it will not be of any benefit 
to you that you are now to share your suffering.” (Verse 39) The suffering 
of each is given in full measure. It is not something to share out among 
them so as to reduce its effect. 


Making the Deaf Hear 


The sarah now addresses the Prophet with a word of consolation so 
that he does not grieve about those who turned away from him, 
disbelieving in his message. It encourages him to hold on to the truth 
revealed to him from on high, as it is the same word of truth given to 
every messenger of God: 


Can you [Prophet] make the deaf hear? Or guide the blind or those 
who are in manifest error? If We take you away, We shall inflict 
retribution on them; and if We show you the fulfilment of what We 
have promised them... We have full power over them. Therefore, 
hold fast to what has been revealed to you: you certainly are on a 
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straight path; and it is an honour for you and your people. In time, 
you will all be called to account. Ask any of the messengers We sent 
before you: ‘Did We ever appoint deities to be worshipped other than 
the Lord of Grace?’ (Verses 40-45) 


This point is repeated several times in the Qur’an to comfort the 
Prophet and to explain the nature of guidance and error, attributing 
them both to God’s will. They are part of the task assigned to God’s 
messengers, (peace be upon them all). Here the sirah puts clear lines 
between man’s limited power, even at its strongest level given to 
prophets, and God’s free and unrestricted power. It emphasizes God’s 
oneness in one of the most inspiring images in the Qur'an. 

“Can you [Prophet] make the deaf hear? Or guide the blind or those 
who are in manifest error?” (Verse 40) They are neither deaf nor blind, 
but akin to both in so far as they have chosen to turn away from 
Divine guidance and follow error. The task assigned to the Prophet is 
to put the facts before the ones who hear and to guide those who see. 
When people shut down their receptive faculties and refuse to listen to 
the discourse addressing their hearts and souls, the Prophet can do 
nothing for them. There is no way, then, that he can guide them to 
the truth. He should not grieve over their error, after having fulfilled 
his task to the best of his ability. 

When the Prophet has done his duty, God will now determine 
matters: “If We take you away, We shall inflict retribution on them; and 
if We show you the fulfilment of what We have promised them... We 
have full power over them.” (Verses 41-42) The case is resolved either 
way. Should the Prophet die first, God will determine the punishment 
of those who rejected his message. If, on the other hand, he remains 
alive until the fulfilment of what they were warned against, God is 
certainly able to mete out what His warnings contain. They cannot 
escape. What He determines will take place. In either case, the matter 
is subject to His will. The message is His, while the Prophet is only 
His messenger. 

“Therefore, hold fast to what has been revealed to you: you certainly 
are on a straight path.” (Verse 43) Hold on to what you have been 
given and go along your way, reassured, caring little for them and what 
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they do. For, “you certainly are on a straight path.” It will neither bend 
nor deviate. This faith is closely related to the essential truth of the 
universe, It is consistent with the basic law that governs the universe. 
It leads its follower to the Lord Creator, safe from all error and 
deviation. God reassures His messenger, re-emphasizing this truth. The 
advocates of Islam in subsequent generations should find in it 
reassurance and comfort, even though they may suffer a great deal at 
the hands of those who have gone astray. 

“And it is an honour for you and your people. In time, you will all be 
called to account.” (Verse 44) This verse may be understood in two 
ways: this Qur’an is a reminder to you and your people, and you will 
be questioned about it on the Day of Judgement. Now that you have 
been given this reminder, you are left with no argument if you fail to 
follow it. Alternatively, it means that the Qur’an is an honour that 
raises the standing of the Prophet and his people. This is what has 
taken place in reality. As for the Prophet, hundreds of millions of 
people pray to God at all times of the day and night to bless him and 
grant him peace; this for more than fourteen centuries. Hundreds of 
millions of hearts will continue to love him and bless him until the 
end of time. As for his people, they were very much on the margin of 
life until the Qur’an was revealed, giving them the leading role in 
human history. When they carried its message to the world, they had 
its leadership, but only for as long as they held on to the Qur'an. 
When they abandoned it, they were reduced to the lowest level among 
humanity. They were left at the tail end after once having been 
distinguished leaders. Those people whom God has chosen to carry 
His message and to assume mankind’s leadership will face a great 
responsibility should they abandon their trust: “you will all be called to 
account.” (Verse 44) Of the two interpretations, I prefer this second 
meaning as it is broader in scope. 

“Ask any of the messengers We sent before you: ‘Did We ever appoint 
deities to be worshipped other than the Lord of Grace?” (Verse 45) God’s 
oneness is the central point of Divine religion ever since the first of 
His messengers. On what basis, then, do those who worship other 
beings rely? The Qur'an states this truth here in a unique image that 
shows the Prophet asking the messengers before him whether God has 
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appointed deities to be worshipped other than Himself. The very 
question implies its definitive and categorical answer, given by each 
and every one of God’s messengers. It is a very pleasing image, one 
that employs a strong, inspiring and effective style. 

Needless to say, there are gulfs of time and place between the Prophet 
Muhammad (peace be upon him) and the messengers who went before 
him. There is also the gulf between life and death, which is far greater 
than the gulfs of time and place. Yet all these gulfs totally disappear 
before the essential truth of the unity of the Divine message based on 
God’s oneness. It is this truth that remains solidly present while 
considerations of time, place, life and death, as also of all changing 
phenomena, disappear. The dead and the living all testify to it at all 
times. Such are the connotations of this remarkable Quranic statement. 

However, in relation to the Prophet and his brothers, the messengers 
of God sent before him, and their bond with their Lord, nothing is 
considered far or near. At any Divine moment, all barriers are removed, 
and the essential, fundamental truth appears in full colour. It is the 
truth of all existence that transcends all barriers of time, place, shape 
and image. At this moment, the Prophet asks and receives the answer, 
as happened to him on his night journey when he led all earlier prophets 
in prayer. 

When we look at such a statement, it is better for us not to think of 
limitations in our life. What is familiar to us in life is by no means the 
total law governing the entire universe. We should remember that we 
only know some of the phenomena operating in the universe and see 
some of their effects when we recognize an aspect of its laws. There are 
barriers in our constitutional make-up and in our senses that limit our 
perception to what is familiar to us. Beyond that, there is a realm that 
we cannot fathom. 


The Same Old Argument 


The sarah continues to console the Prophet in the face of the 
objections raised about God’s choice of him as the messenger by the 
chiefs of his people, people who upheld the false values of the present 
world. In this context, the sarah relates an episode from Moses’ history 
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depicting how Pharaoh and his people also upheld the same values. 

The Quraysh elders said: “Why was not this Qur’an revealed to some 
great man of the two cities?” (Verse 31) In former times, Pharaoh took 

pride in his power and kingdom, arrogantly asking: “Is the kingdom of 
Egypt not mine, with all these rivers flowing at my feet? Do you not see?” 

(Verse 51) Proud and arrogant, he pointed to Moses, God’s prophet 

and messenger, who had no great worldly wealth or position, and said: 

“Am I not better than this contemptible wretch who can hardly make his 
meaning clear?” (Verse 52) Pharaoh also made a suggestion similar to 

the unbelieving Quraysh: “Why have no bracelets of gold been given to 

him? Why have no angels come to accompany him?” (Verse 53) It sounds 

like a musical recording, played over and over again. 

The stirah shows how the deluded masses responded, despite the 
miracles shown by Moses and the tests to which they were subjected. 
Every time a hardship befell them, they would cry out to Moses to pray 
to his Lord to lift their affliction. The sirah also explains the fate they 
suffered after they failed to heed the warning: “When they incurred Our 
anger, We inflicted Our retribution on them and drowned them all; and 
so We made them a thing of the past and an example for later generations.” 
(Verses 55—56) Yet these later unbelievers still do not take heed. 

Throughout this episode, the unity of the Divine message is clearly 
apparent. Similarly, the nature of the tyrannical elders and their 
reception of the message of the truth is the same. They all cling to the 
trivial values of this world. We also see the nature of the masses who 
are easily led astray by their leaders. 


We sent Moses with Our message to Pharaoh and his nobles; and he 
said: T am a messenger of the Lord of all the worlds,’ but when he 
presented Our signs to them, they laughed at them. (Verses 46-47) 


The episode starts with a very brief reference to the first meeting 
between Moses and Pharaoh, as a prelude to the main point intended 
here, which is to portray the similarity of the objections made by 
Pharaoh and the pagan Arabs, as also their similar values. It sums up 
the nature of Moses’ message in these words: “J am a messenger of the 
Lord of all the worlds.” (Verse 46) It is the same truth stated by every 
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messenger: that he is ‘a messenger’ sent by ‘the Lord of all the worlds’. 
The sirah then provides a very quick reference to the signs given to 
Moses, adding how the people received these: “When he presented Our 
signs to them, they laughed at them.” (Verse 47) The arrogant and the 
ignorant always behave this way. 

This is followed by a reference to the testing hardships God inflicted 
on Pharaoh and his people, which are detailed in other stirahs: 


Yet each sign We showed them was greater than the preceding one. 
We put them through suffering so that they might return [to the 
right path]. They said: Sorcerer, pray to your Lord for us on the 
strength of the covenant He has made with you. We shall now follow 
the right way.’ Yet when We removed their suffering they still broke 
their word. (Verses 48-50) 


The signs shown by Moses did not provide enough motivation for 
people to believe, yet each was greater than the one before it. This 
confirms what God says in several places that such signs do not provide 
guidance to a heart if it is not ready to listen, and that God’s messengers 
cannot make the deaf hear or the blind see. What is most singular in 
what God describes of Pharaoh's and his people’s attitude is that when 
they spoke to Moses, they said: “Sorcerer, pray to your Lord for us on 
the strength of the covenant He has made with you. We shall now follow 
the right way.” (Verse 49) They appeal to him to do his best to lift 
their hardship, yet they address him as ‘sorcerer’. They also say, ‘Pray to 
your Lord while he tells them that he is ‘a messenger from the Lord of 
all the worlds,’ not his own special Lord to whom only he and a few 
followers submit. Neither miracles nor God’s messenger’s words 
touched their hearts, despite their promise: “We shall now follow the 
right way.” Such promises are often forgotten: “Yet when We removed 
their suffering they still broke their word.” (Verse 50) 

The masses may be influenced by miracles, and the truth may find 
its way to their hearts that have long been deceived. To forestall this, 
Pharaoh appeared before them in his full regalia, adorned in splendour. 
He tried to deceive them with a superficial argument, one that 
unfortunately appeals to those who have long endured tyranny: 
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Pharaoh proclaimed to his people, saying: ‘My people, is the kingdom 
of Egypt not mine, with all these rivers flowing at my feet? Do you 
not see? Am I not better than this contemptible wretch who can 
hardly make his meaning clear? Why have no bracelets of gold 
been given to him? Why have no angels come to accompany him?’ 
(Verses 51-53) 


The kingdom of Egypt and the rivers flowing at Pharaoh's feet are 
there, before their very eyes. The masses are deluded by such apparent 
power and splendour. By contrast, the kingdom of the heavens and 
earth, and all that is between them, compared to which Egypt is no 
more than a little particle, requires believing hearts to perceive. Only 
such believers can draw the right comparison. Under the yoke of tyranny 
that has long subjugated them, the masses are dazzled by the glitter 
they see before them. They do not stretch their minds to reflect on the 
kingdom of the universe and to whom it belongs. 

Pharaoh knew how to manipulate his people’s hearts and delude 
them with his riches: “Am I not better than this contemptible wretch 
who can hardly make his meaning clear?” (Verse 52) What he meant by 
referring to ‘this contemptible wretch’ was that Moses was not a king, a 
prince, or a man of power or wealth. Or perhaps he meant that Moses 
belonged to the Israelites, a wretched and enslaved community in Egypt. 
His other description of Moses as one ‘who can hardly make his meaning 
clear’ refers to his speech impediment. By the time of this encounter 
with Pharaoh, however, Moses was cured of this by God in answer to 
his prayer: “My Lord, open up my heart [to Your light], and make my 
mission easy for me, and free my tongue from its impediment, so that 
people may understand what I say.” (20: 25-28) Nothing now 
prevented him from making his meaning clear. In the eyes of the masses, 
Pharaoh, with his terrestrial kingdom, was better than Moses, even 
though he had the word of truth, was a prophet, and advocated the 
faith that ensured safety from hell. 

“Why have no bracelets of gold been given to him?” (Verse 53) Is such 
a petty thing as a gold bracelet needed to confirm a Divine message? Is 
a mere trifling to be valued as greater than the miracles God gave to 
His messenger? Or, perhaps, Pharaoh meant that Moses should have 
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been crowned as king to give him power as well as the message. “Why 
have no angels come to accompany him?” (Verse 53) This is yet another 
deceptive objection, one that is often levelled at God’s messengers. 

“Thus did he make fools of his people, and they obeyed him. They 
were people lost in evil.” (Verse 54) That tyrants make fools of their 
people is a familiar story. First of all, they isolate their people from 
all sources of knowledge, withholding the facts until they are 
forgotten and no longer sought after. They use all types of influences 
until their minds are fully convinced of them. Thereafter, it is easy 
to make fools of them and lead them wherever they want them to 
go. Yet no tyrant can do this to his people unless they are transgressors, 
turning away from God’s straight path after having abandoned the 
standards of His faith. Conversely, it is extremely difficult to try to 
delude believers or make fools of them. Hence, the Qur’an gives the 
reason for the response Pharaoh received from his people: “Thus did 
he make fools of his people, and they obeyed him. They were people lost 
in evil.” (Verse 54) 

The time of tests, warnings and education was over. God was fully 
aware that these people would not believe. The masses willingly 
obeyed Pharaoh, an arrogant tyrant, turning a blind eye to God’s 
light and His clear signs. Therefore, the warning had to be fulfilled 
and God’s word was issued: “When they incurred Our anger, We 
inflicted Our retribution on them and drowned them all; and so We 
made them a thing of the past and an example for later generations.” 
(Verses 55-56) 

Here, God is speaking about Himself in the context of retribution 
inflicted on people whom He destroyed. This is meant to highlight 
His limitless power. What the sarah describes is a situation where these 
people were guilty of a great crime incurring God’s anger. Therefore, 
“We inflicted Our retribution on them and drowned them all’, meaning 
Pharaoh, the notables among his people and his army. In this way did 
they meet their end when they tried to pursue Moses and his people. 
God made of them the ancestors of every erring generation. He also 
set them as “an example for later generations”. (Verse 56) Hence, later 
communities should learn their story and benefit from the lessons it 
delivers. 
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Thus, this episode of Moses’ story reflects similar attitudes to those 
of the pagan Arabs as they confronted God's last messenger. It is 
mentioned here so as to comfort and support the Prophet and those 
who believed with him. It warns the unbelievers against a fate similar 
to that of earlier people. This is one example of how the Qur'an uses 
a historical account as an edifying narrative. The siirah then gives us 
an episode from Jesus’ story against the backdrop of the Arabs’ 
argument in defence of their worship of angels and the comparison 
they cite, as some Christians worship Jesus. This is given in the last 
passage of the sirah. 
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When Friends Turn Enemies 


Whenever the son of Mary is 
cited as an example, your people 
raise an outcry, (57) 


saying: ‘Who is better: our 
deities or he?’ They cite him only 
to challenge you. They are 
contentious people. (58) 


He was but a servant of Ours 
whom We had favoured and 
made an example to the Children 
of Israel. (59) 


Had it been Our will, We could 
have made you angels, succeeding 
one another on earth. (60) 


He isa portent of the Last Hour. 
Have no doubt about it, but 
follow Me: this is a straight path. 
(61) 


Let not Satan debar you; for he 
is your sworn enemy. (62) 
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When Jesus came with clear signs, 
he said: ‘I have come to you with 
wisdom, and to make clear to 
you some of that on which you 
differ. Therefore, fear God and 
follow me. (63) 


God is my Lord and your Lord: 
so worship Him alone. This is a 
straight path.’ (64) 


Yet are the sects at variance 
among themselves. Woe, then, to 
the wrongdoers for the painful 
suffering that will befall them on 
a grievous day. (65) 


What are they waiting for other 
than the Last Hour, which will 
come upon them all of a sudden 
and take them unawares? (66) 


On that Day, friends will 
become enemies to one another, 
except for the God-fearing. (67) 


You, servants of Mine, no fear 
need you have today, nor shall 
you grieve. (68) 


You, who have believed in Our 
revelations and surrendered 
yourselves to Us, (69) 
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enter paradise, you and your 
spouses, in pure happiness. (70) 


They will be waited upon with | 


trays and goblets of gold; and 
there will be found all that the 
souls may desire and the eyes may 
delight in. There you shall abide. 
(71) 


This is the garden that shall be | 


your own on account of what 
you used to do. (72) 


You shall have there fruits in 
abundance, from which to eat. 


(73) 


The evildoers shall abide in the 
suffering of hell. (74) 


It will not be lightened for them; 
they will remain in utter despair. 


(75) 


We never wronged them; it was 
they who have wronged them- 
selves. (76) 


They will cry, ‘Malik, if only 
your Lord would put an end to 
us!’ He will answer: ‘You are here 
to stay.’ (77) 
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We have brought the truth to 
you, but most of you abhor the 
truth. (78) 


If they have resolved on some 
scheme, We have a scheme of 
Our own. (79) 


Or do they think that We do not 
hear their secret talk and their 
private counsel? Indeed We do, 
and Our messengers are with 
them, recording all. (80) 


Say: ‘If the Lord of Grace had a 
son, I would be the first to 
worship him.’ (81) 


Limitless in His glory is the Lord 
of the heavens and earth, the 
Lord of the Throne: He is far 
above their false descriptions. 
(82) 


Leave them to indulge in idle talk 
and play until they face the Day 
they have been promised. (83) 


It is He alone who is God in 
heaven and God on earth; He 
alone is the Wise, the All- 
Knowing. (84) 
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Blessed is He to whom so- 
vereignty over the heavens and 
the earth and all that is between 
them belongs, and with whom 
the knowledge of the Last Hour 
rests, and to whom you shall be 
brought back. (85) 


Those whom they invoke beside 
Him have no power of inter- 
cession, unlike those who know 
the truth and bear witness to it. 
(86) 


Yet if you ask them who created 
them they are sure to answer, 
‘God.’ How is it, then, that they 
are so misled? (87) 


And [the Prophet] says: ‘My 
Lord, these are people who will 
not believe.’ (88) 


Still, bear with them and say, 
‘Peace,’ for in time they will 
come to know. (89) 
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Overview 


In this final passage, the sarah picks up the legends the pagan Arabs 
weaved around their worship of angels. It refers to one of the arguments 
they used to defend their absurd beliefs. It was a futile argument that 
reflected no attempt to arrive at the truth; it was more an exercise in 
polemics. They had been told that both they and what they worshipped 
were bound for hell. The reference here being to their idols that were 
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first intended as representations of angels, but which were later 
worshipped as deities. They were told that whoever worshipped anything 
other than God will be in hell together with the thing worshipped. In 
response, some of them cited the example of Jesus, who was worshipped 
by some of those who deviated from true Christianity. They asked 
whether Jesus would also be in hell? This was nothing but idle argument. 
They also claimed that they were better guided than the Christians who 
worshipped Jesus, a human being, while they worshipped the angels, 
God’s daughters. All this was no more than compounded falsehood. In 
connection with this, the sarah gives an account of Jesus, explaining the 
truth about him and his message, and the differences that gripped his 
people both before and after him. 

Addressing all those who deviate from the true faith, the siirah warns 
them against the sudden coming of the Last Hour. It moves on to 
portray a long scene of the Day of Judgement, giving an image of 
lasting happiness for the God-fearing and one of painful suffering for 
the guilty. Furthermore, the sarah negates their legends concerning 
the angels, makes it clear that God is free of all that they allege 
concerning Him and outlines some of His attributes, including His 
complete ownership of both this life and the life to come. The siirah 
concludes with a directive to the Prophet to be forbearing and to turn 
away from the unbelievers. They will come to know what is there to 
be known. This is an implicit warning to those who continue to argue 
after things have been made very clear. 


Arguing About Jesus 
Whenever the son of Mary is cited as an example, your people raise 
an outcry, saying: ‘Who is better: our deities or he?’ They cite him 
only to challenge you. They are contentious people. He was but a 
servant of Ours whom We had favoured and made an example to 
the Children of Israel. Had it been Our will, We could have made 
you angels, succeeding one another on earth. He is a portent of the 
Last Hour. Have no doubt about it, but follow Me: this is a straight 
path. Let not Satan debar you; for he is your sworn enemy. When 
Jesus came with clear signs, he said: ‘I have come to you with wisdom, 
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and to make clear to you some of that on which you differ. Therefore, 
Sear God and follow me. God is my Lord and your Lord: so worship 
Him alone. This is a straight path. Yet are the sects at variance 
among themselves. Woe, then, to the wrongdoers for the painful 
suffering that will befall them on a grievous day. (Verses 57-65) 


In his biography of the Prophet, Ibn Ishaq gives the following 
report: 


The Prophet sat with al-Walid ibn al-Mughirah in the Sacred 
Mosque, and they were joined by al-Nadr ibn al-Harith. There 
were a few other men from the Quraysh. The Prophet spoke to 
them, but al-Nadr interrupted him. The Prophet argued with 
him until he silenced him. He then read to them a passage of the 
Qur'an that included the verse that says: “You and all that you 
were wont to worship instead of God are but the fuel of hell: that is 
what you are destined for.” (21: 98) The Prophet then left. 
Then came ‘Abdullah ibn al-Ziba ‘ti of the Tamim tribe who 
sat with them. Al-Walid said to him: ‘Al-Nadr was no match for 
Muhammad. Indeed Muhammad said that both we and the deities 
we worship will be the fuel of hell.’ Ibn al-Ziba‘ri said: ‘Had I 
been the one who argued with him I would have won. Ask 
Muhammad whether everyone worshipped other than God will 
be in hell together with those worshipping him. Well, we worship 
the angels, and the Jews worship Ezra, while the Christians worship 
Jesus, son of Mary.’ Al-Walid and those who were in the Mosque 
admired what Ibn al-Ziba ‘ri had said and felt that he put forward 
a winning argument. When this was mentioned to the Prophet, 
he said: ‘Anyone who likes to be worshipped in place of God will 
be joined to those who worship him. These people only worship 
Satan and whoever Satan orders them to worship.’ God then 
revealed the verse that says: “But those for whom [the decree of] 
ultimate good has already gone forth from Us will be kept far away 
from that hell.” (21: 101) This means that Jesus, Ezra and other 
rabbis and priests who were sincere in their faith, but were then 
worshipped as deities by later people will be safe from hell. 
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Furthermore, concerning the argument about Jesus being 
worshipped and the admiration of the argument by al-Walid ibn 
al-Mughirah and others, God revealed the verse that says: 
“Whenever the son of Mary is cited as an example, your people raise 
an outcry.” (Verse 57) 


In al-Kashshaf, a commentary on the Qur'an, al-Zamakhshari gives 
a broadly similar report, without mentioning its source. Both reports 
show clearly how argumentative the pagan Arabs were. They were 
exactly as the Qur’an describes them: “They are contentious people”. 
(Verse 58) They were certainly skilful in dispute. They realized what 
the Qur'an and the Prophet meant, but they tried hard to twist its 
meaning, indulged in polemics, exploiting the fact that the Qur’anic 
statement was general in its implication. This is characteristic of 
everyone who is devoid of sincerity, seeking to manipulate words and 
phrases in order to twist what was a clear meaning. Therefore, the 
Prophet strictly prohibited contentious arguments. Abii Umamah, a 
Companion of the Prophet, reports: “The Prophet came out once 
only to find some people involved in argument concerning the Qur’an. 
He was so angry that he looked as though vinegar had been poured 
over his face. He then said to them: ‘Do not argue about God’s book 
citing parts of it against other parts. No community strays into error 
unless they are given to contentious argument.’ He then quoted the 
Quranic verse that says: ‘They cite him only to challenge you. They are 
contentious people.’ (Verse 58) 

Another possible interpretation of the statement, “Who is better: our 
deities or he?” is supported by the general drift of the verses referring to 
their legend about the angels. What they meant is that their worship 
of the angels is better than the Christians’ worship of Jesus, because 
the angels are closer to God in their nature and descent. Exalted is God 
above all that they allege. Thus, the statement, ‘They cite him only to 
challenge you. They are contentious people’, serves as a reply to Ibn al- 
Ziba ‘ti as suggested earlier. Moreover, it means that their citing of 
what the Christians worship is invalid, because it deviates from the 
truth of God’s oneness. It is not right to compare one deviation from 
the truth with another; they are all false. This interpretation is reasonable. 
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Hence, the sirah makes the following comment: “He was but a 
servant of Ours whom We had favoured and made an example to the 
Children of Israel.” (Verse 59) He was no deity to be worshipped, even 
though some Christians deviated from the true path and did worship 
him. He was only a favoured servant of God, and no blame attaches to 
him for the fact that people worshipped him. God granted him favours 
so that he would be an example for the Children of Israel to follow. 
However, they forgot the lesson and went astray. 

The siirah discusses the Arabs’ legend about the angels, making it 
clear that they are part of God’s creation. Had God willed, He would 
have made the angels succeed them on earth, or He would have 
transformed some people into angels to succeed them: “Had it been 
Our will, We could have made you angels, succeeding one another on 
earth.” (Verse 60) All questions of creation are determined by God; 
whatever He wills to create will surely come into existence. None of 
His creation has any relation to Him other than that of a created being 
with its Creator, a servant with its Master. 

Another statement about Jesus reminds them of the Last Hour 
which they denied: “He is a portent of the Last Hour. Have no doubt 
about it, but follow Me: this is a straight path. Let not Satan debar you; 
Sor he is your sworn enemy.” (Verses 61-62) A number of the Prophet's 
statements speak of Jesus’ second coming, a short time before the Last 
Hour. This is perhaps what is indicated in the statement: ‘He is a portent 
of the Last Hour.’ \t means that he informs of its approach. Abi 
Hurayrah quotes the Prophet as saying: “By Him who holds my soul 
in His hand, the son of Mary is about to come back among you, 
serving as a just arbiter. He will break the cross, kill the pig and abolish 
tribute money. Wealth will be so abundant that no one will accept 
money. Indeed one prostration before God will be better than this 
whole world and all that it contains.” [Related by Malik, al-Bukhari, 
Muslim and Aba Dawiid.] Jabir quotes the Prophet as saying: “A group 
of my community will ever continue to fight, holding on to the truth, 
until the Day of Judgement. Jesus, son of Mary, will then come down 
and their commander will say to him: ‘Come and lead us in prayer.’ 
He will reply: ‘No. Some of you lead others.’ This is just an aspect of 
honour God has granted to this community.” [Related by Muslim.] 
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All this belongs to the realm beyond our perception. We are informed 
of it by the Prophet who tells the truth and references to it are given in 
the Qur’an. No human being has any say in this other than what has 
been stated in these two sources. 

“He is a portent of the Last Hour. Have no doubt about it, but follow 
Me: this is a straight path.” (Verse 61) They had strong doubts about 
the coming of the Last Hour, but the Qur'an calls on them to be 
certain of it. Likewise, they steered away from guidance and the Qur’an 
urges them, through God’s messenger, to follow him along the straight 
path which ensures that its travellers will not go astray. It makes it 
clear to them that their deviation is only the result of their following 
Satan when they would be better advised to follow God’s messenger: 
“Let not Satan debar you; for he is your sworn enemy.” (Verse 62) The 
Qur'an always reminds people of the on-going battle between them 
and Satan that has been raging since the time of Adam, their first father, 
and the first encounter in heaven. No one can be more heedless than 
one who knows that a watchful, sworn enemy is deliberately waiting 
for a chance to attack him and yet does not take care to protect himself. 
On the contrary, he moves closer to the determined enemy and even 
follows his lead. 

Islam places man in the midst of this ever-raging battle with Satan. 
It assigns to him gains that are beyond anyone’s imagination, should 
he be victorious. Likewise, his loss, should he be defeated, is beyond 
anyone's reckoning. Thus, Islam steers man’s fighting ability to this 
on-going battle which asserts the humanity of man, giving him his 
special position among the rest of creatures. Thus, the highest aim for 
man on earth is to achieve victory against his enemy, Satan. Once he 
does, he overcomes evil and wickedness and establishes firm roots of 
goodness and purity. 

The sirah now speaks about Jesus, stating the truth about him and 
what he preached, and how his people differed about him, both before 
and after his time: 


When Jesus came with clear signs, he said: ‘I have come to you with 
wisdom, and to make clear to you some of that on which you differ. 
Therefore, fear God and follow me. God is my Lord and your Lord: 
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so worship Him alone. This is a straight path. Yet are the sects at 
variance among themselves. Woe, then, to the wrongdoers for the 
painful suffering that will befall them on a grievous day. (Verses 
63-65) 


Thus, Jesus came to his people with clear signs, whether miracles 
God granted him or teachings that lead along the right way. He said to 
his people: ‘I have come to you with wisdom’. Whoever is granted wisdom 
is indeed granted much of what is good, and he is safe and assured of 
his way. Jesus’ mission also clarified for them some of the questions 
over which they differed. Indeed, they differed on many aspects of the 
law of Moses, allowing their variances to split them into hostile factions. 
Jesus also invited them to maintain their fear of God and to obey him 
in the Divine message he delivered to them. He declared the principle 
of God’s oneness in full clarity, admitting no compromise in it: “God 
is my Lord and your Lord: so worship Him alone.” (Verse 64) He never 
said that he was God, nor that he was God’s son. He never made any 
reference to any relationship between him and God other than that of 
his being God’s servant. Furthermore, he stated that his message 
demarcated a straight path without bend or error. Yet those who came 
after him disputed much, splitting into factions like those who preceded 
him. In this they were wrongdoers, relying on no sure information. 
Hence, the warning: “Woe, then, to the wrongdoers for the painful 
suffering that will befall them on a grievous day.” (Verse 65) 

Jesus’ message was addressed to the Children of Israel. They were 
awaiting his coming to save them from their humiliating bondage to 
the Romans. Yet when he came, they denied and opposed him. Indeed, 
they even plotted to get him crucified. Jesus found them divided into 
numerous sects, the most important of which were as follows: 


1. The Sadducees, named after Zadok, whose family retained 
custody of the Temple since the time of David and Solomon. 
According to their law, he must have been a descendant of Aaron, 
Moses’ brother. For, custody of the Temple belonged to Aaron's 
descendants. Holding such an office, they were very strict on 
detailed worship rituals, denouncing any deviation. Nevertheless, 
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in personal matters, they were lax, enjoying life’s pleasures. They 
denied the Day of Resurrection. 

2, The Pharisees. They were in dispute with the Sadducees, objecting 
to their strict observation of worship rituals while denying the 
Day of Resurrection. Their most common characteristic was their 
disregard of worldly pleasures, even though some of them took 
pride in their knowledge. Jesus denounced such an attitude. 

3. The Samaritans. They were a mixture of Jews and Assyrians. 
They believed only in the Pentateuch, or the first five books of 
the Old Testament. They denied the later books accepted by 
other Jews as part of their scripture. 

4. The Essenes, or Essenians. These were influenced by some 
philosophical doctrines, living in isolation of other Jewish sects. 
Theirs was an ascetic, strictly organized sect. 


In addition, there were numerous other sects that gave rise to much 
confusion in Jewish beliefs and traditions. The Jews at the time 
tolerated humiliation under the Romans, and awaited their deliverance 
at the hands of the Messiah. When the Messiah, Jesus Christ, came 
to them declaring that ‘God is my Lord and your Lord: so worship 
Him alone’, and preaching a law of tolerance and spiritualism, he 
was opposed by the professional clerics who gave paramount 
importance to rituals. He is reported to have said about them: “They 
make loads that are hard to carry and lay them on the shoulders of 
the people. However, they are not willing to lift a finger to move 
them. They do everything to attract people’s attention. They make 
their headbands large and the tassels on their shawls long. They love 
the place of honour at dinners and the front seats in synagogues. 
They love to be greeted in the marketplaces and to have people call 
them Rabbi.” (Matthew 23: 4-7) He is also quoted as addressing 
them thus: “You, blind guides! You strain gnats out of your wine, 
but you swallow camels. How horrible it will be for you, scribes and 
Pharisees! You hypocrites! You clean the outsides of cups and dishes. 
But inside they are full of greed and uncontrolled desires. You blind 
Pharisees! First clean the inside of the cups and dishes so that the 
outside may also be clean. How horrible it will be for you, scribes 
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and Pharisees! You hypocrites! You are like whitewashed graves that 
look beautiful on the outside but inside are full of dead people’s 
bones and every kind of impurity.” (Matthew 23: 24-27) 

When we read today these words of Jesus (peace be upon him) and 
similar texts, we realize how applicable they are to professional clerics 
of all religions. They are all of the same type. 

Jesus’ term on earth came to its end and he went to his Lord. Later, 
his followers split into groups and factions: some made him a deity; 
some made him the son of God; others make God a trinity of three 
one of whom is Jesus. The pure concept of God’s oneness preached by 
Jesus has, thus, been lost, as also his call on people to worship God 
alone, pure in their submission to Him.‘ 

“Yer are the sects at variance among themselves. Woe, then, to the 
wrongdoers for the painful suffering that will befall them on a grievous 
day.” (Verse 65) Then the pagan Arabs disputed with the Prophet 
concerning Jesus, basing their argument on what these different factions 
fabricated and weaved of legends about him. 


Waiting for the Last Hour 


When the siirah refers to wrongdoers, it includes those factions that 
disputed about Jesus together with the pagan Arabs who argued with 
the Prophet on the basis of what those factions perpetrated. It draws a 
long, spectacular scene showing what happens to them on the Day of 
Judgement and adds an image of what happens to the God-fearing 
who receive His favours in heaven: 


What are they waiting for other than the Last Hour, which will 
come upon them all of a sudden and take them unawares? On 
that Day, friends will become enemies to one another, except for 
the God-fearing. 


3, The information given here about Jewish sects and the subsequent quotations are based 
on Al-Aqgad, ‘Abbas Mahmid, ‘Abgariyyat al-Mastb, Cairo, (n.<.). 

4. A more detailed discussion of this is given in In the Shade of the Queén, Vol. XIII, pp. 
178-180. 
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desire. However, what comes over and above desire satisfaction is that 
it is all pleasant to the eye, adding beauty to gratification: “They will 
be waited upon with trays and goblets of gold; and there will be found 
all that the souls may desire and the eyes may delight in.” (Verse 71) Yet 
there is more to this blessed enjoyment: there is something greater and 
far more honourable. They are honoured by an address from on high: 
“There you shall abide. This is the garden that shall be your own on 
account of what you used to do. You shall have there fruits in abundance, 
from which to eat.” (Verses 71-73) 

What fate awaits the evildoers whom we left a little while ago in 
dispute, blaming one another? “ The evildoers shall abide in the suffering 
of hell.” (Verse 74) It is a permanent, hard and severe suffering that 
allows no reduction or respite. No ray of hope will ever appear nor 
any chance of deliverance. They endure it, lost in despair: “Jt will not 
be lightened for them; they will remain in utter despair.” (Verse 75) 
This is all their own doing. No one has wronged them: “We never 
wronged them; it was they who have wronged themselves.” (Verse 76) 

An outcry is heard from afar. It is an outcry of utter distress, born in 
despair: “They will cry, ‘Malik, if only your Lord would put an end to 
us!” (Verse 77) It comes from down below, from behind the closed 
doors of hell. The evildoers are not appealing for help or salvation; 
they have already despaired of that. All they are asking for is that they 
should be allowed to perish, their misery end. That is all that they can 
hope for. When all that one can hope for is to perish, one must be in 
extreme distress. This cry certainly comes from long-suffering souls 
and bodies whose endurance has gone beyond all limits. Hence they 
cry out: “Malik, ifonly your Lord would put an end to us!” The answer 
they are given adds to their despair, caring little for what they feel: “He 
will answer: ‘You are here to stay.” (Verse 77) No deliverance, no hope, 
no death, no end; they are there to stay. 

This distressing image is followed by an address to those who hate 
the truth and turn away from guidance. It portrays to all how singular 
their attitude is: 


We have brought the truth to you, but most of you abhor the truth. 
If they have resolved on some scheme, We have a scheme of Our 


265 


In the Shade of the Qur’an 


own. Or do they think that We do not hear their secret talk and 
their private counsel? Indeed We do, and Our messengers are with 
them, recording all. (Verses 78-80) 


It is their abhorrence of the truth that prevented them from 
following it. It is not that they did not realize that it is the truth. Nor 
did they doubt the honesty and sincerity of the Prophet; they had 
long known him, acknowledging that he never told a lie. How could 
he, then, lie to God saying about Him what was false? In most cases, 
those who oppose the truth are not unaware that it is the truth; they 
simply hate it because it conflicts with their desires. They are too weak 
to resist their desires, but they can always attempt to suppress the truth 
and persecute its advocates. It is from this, their weakness, that they 
derive the audacity to stand against the truth. 

Therefore, the Almighty who knows all their secrets and scheming 
warns them: “Jf they have resolved on some scheme, We have a scheme of 
Our own. Or do they think that We do not hear their secret talk and 
their private counsel? Indeed We do, and Our messengers are with them, 
recording all.” (Verses 79-80) Their persistent support of falsehood 
against the truth is countered by God’s clear will to establish and 
strengthen the truth; and their wicked scheming under the cover of 
darkness is countered by God’s knowledge of all secret whispering. 
When weak creatures stand against the Almighty, All-Knowing Creator, 
the outcome is a forgone conclusion. 


In Heaven and on Earth 


Now the Qur’an directs the Prophet to say something to them and 
to leave them to face the destiny which has already been described to 
them: 


Say: If the Lord of Grace had a son, I would be the first to worship 
him.’ Limitless in His glory is the Lord of the heavens and earth, 
the Lord of the Throne: He is far above their false descriptions. Leave 
them to indulge in idle talk and play until they face the Day they 
have been promised. (Verses 81-83) 
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They alleged that the angels whom they worshipped were God's 
daughters. Had God had any offspring, the first one to know this and 
act on the basis of this knowledge was God’s Prophet and messenger. 
He was close to Him and was quick to comply with His orders. He 
would have been the first to offer his respects to His offspring, had He 
had any as they alleged. He, however, worships none but God. This in 
itself is evidence confirming that their allegation has no basis. All glory 
belongs to God who is totally unlike what they allege. “Limitless in 
His glory is the Lord of the heavens and earth, the Lord of the Throne: 
He is far above their false descriptions.” (Verse 82) 

When we contemplate the heavens and the earth, looking at their 
systems and harmony, we feel the greatness and sublimity of the One 
who controls all this, referred to as, ‘the Lord of the Throne, and we 
realize the absurdity of any such claim. By our nature we know that 
the Maker of the universe can have no similarity to creatures who 
procreate. Therefore, attributing sons‘and daughters to Him appears 
to be no more than idle talk and play, which deserve no answer. It only 
merits a stern warning of what happens on the Day of Resurrection, 
an image of which has already been given: “Leave them to indulge in 
idle talk and play until they face the Day they have been promised.” 
(Verse 83) 

The sirah continues its glorification of God, the Creator, attributing 
to Him what is worthy of His Lordship of the heavens and the earth 
as well as the mighty throne: 


It is He alone who is God in heaven and God on earth; He alone is 
the Wise, the All-Knowing. Blessed is He to whom sovereignty over 
the heavens and the earth and all that is between them belongs, 
and with whom the knowledge of the Last Hour rests, and to whom 
you shall be brought back. Those whom they invoke beside Him 
have no power of intercession, unlike those who know the truth and 
bear witness to it. (Verses 84-86) 


This statement confirms the unity of Godhead throughout the 


universe, making it clear that no one shares this with God Almighty 
who does everything according to His infinite wisdom and perfect 
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knowledge. The Arabic word tabarak, translated here as ‘blessed’, carries 
connotations of greatness and exaltedness above all their perceptions. 
It is He who is ‘the Lord of the heavens and the earth and all in between’. 
He alone knows the timing of the Last Hour and to Him all creation 
returns. On that day, when all return to Him, none of those whom 
they allege as His offspring or partners will have the power of 
intercession for anyone. None can intercede with Him other than one 
who knows the truth and bears witness to it. A person who testifies to 
the truth will not intercede on behalf of any who ever stood in 
opposition to it. 

The s#irah then confronts them with something that is ingrained in 
their nature and concerning which they have no doubt. That is, their 
Creator is God. How, then, can they associate partners with Him in 
their worship, and how can they expect that anyone will intercede on 
behalf of anyone who associated partners with Him: “Yet if you ask 
them who created them they are sure to answer, ‘God’. How is it, then, 
that they are so misled?” (Verse 87) How can they ignore the truth 
testified to by their own nature? How can they allow their behaviour 
to be in conflict with its inevitable result? 

As the sirah comes to its close, it highlights the fact that the Prophet 
turns to his Lord complaining of their rejection of the truth and their 
disbelief: “And [the Prophet] says: ‘My Lord, these are people who will 
not believe.” (Verse 88) This is given in a special form that implies 
how keenly the Prophet felt this and how well God received it. The 
answer from on high is a directive to the Prophet to bear with them 
and not to care for their rejection. On the contrary, he should forbear 
and feel his heart content. To this is added an implicit warning to 
those determined opponents of the truth: “Still, bear with them and 
say, ‘Peace,’ for in time they will come to know.” (Verse 89) The time 
will come when everything is exposed and they will then know the 
dreadful fate that awaits them. 
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